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[Host]: On Valentine’s Day 2002, the world got a love letter. Researchers, librarians and 
policymakers got together and penned almost 1,100 words of optimism, with the hope of making 
knowledge freely available and accessible to anyone, anywhere:  
 
An old tradition and a new technology have converged to make possible an unprecedented public 
good. The old tradition is the willingness of scientists and scholars to publish the fruits of their 
research in scholarly journals without payment, for the sake of inquiry and knowledge. The new 
technology is the internet. The public good they make possible is the worldwide electronic 
distribution of the peer reviewed journal literature, and completely free and unrestricted access to 
it by all scientists, scholars, teachers, students, and other curious minds.  
 
These are the opening sentences of the Budapest Open Access Initiative, a public statement 
released on February 14, 2002. It was one of the first formal declarations to make the dream of 
open access a reality.  
 
So what does open access mean for this community? Open Access literature is digital. It is 
online. It is free of charge and free of most copyright and licensing restrictions. Anyone can read, 
download, copy, distribute, and print them. The only condition: authors get complete control 
over their work and have the right to be properly acknowledged and cited.  
 
Let’s imagine for a moment a public service announcement for open access: 
 
Are you a researcher? Do you yearn for larger audiences, increased visibility, increased impact? 
Do you support a world where your work is freely available and accessible to anyone, anywhere? 
Come to us, the open access community, and we will make it so.  
 
Are you a student with limited resources but unlimited curiosity? Don’t you wish you could 
access cutting edge work—the latest discoveries and breakthroughs? Come to us, the open access 
community and discover millions of academic papers for free. Come, get inspired, because that 
next breakthrough is coming from you.  
 
Are you a university library shelling out millions of dollars for scholarly journal subscriptions? 
Don’t. Come to us, the open access community. We will help your faculties increase their 
readership and research impact. We will raise your research profile, and we will advance your 
mission to share knowledge.  
 
And finally, you, dear citizen—yes, you. Have you ever had a loved one ill, and you want to look 
up the latest medical research for potential treatments, but couldn’t afford to pay for that 
literature? Come to us, the open access community, where you can access everything for free, as 
it should be. Because your taxes paid for that question. So why should you be paying to read that 
answer?  
 
Open Access is a great idea. But let’s talk about money. How do open access journals pay bills 
so that readers don’t pay for articles? Launch a journal, operate it, prepare manuscripts, run the 
journal website, rent server space? 
 
I’ll show you four ways.  
 
Sometimes open access journals get subsidies from institutions or academic societies. Often, the 
funding agency paying for the author's research pays journal fees. In a growing number of cases, 
the university will pay those fees. Many journals waive these fees in cases of economic hardship.  
 
So how does it all compare to the scholarly publishing industry? Well, open access journals 
eliminate subscription management and digital rights management. They reduce or get rid of 
legal expenses. Many do away with formal marketing and rely solely on, for example, search 
engines and bloggers, discussion forums and social networking. And speaking of marketing, for 
those new to the open access world, know that there are two flavours: journals and repositories.  
 
Open access journals conduct peer review. An author submits an article, peers in the author’s 
field review it, evaluate its quality, and then do any one of three things: publish it, or ask the 
author to add a few more details and then publish it, or they reject it because the research is not 
the right match for that particular journal. Peer review is standard practice for all research 
publishing; open access and subscription-based journals both follow it.  
 
On the other hand, open access repositories do not conduct peer review. They simply make 
contents freely available to everyone. They carry preprints, post-prints or both. A preprint is any 
version of a research paper prior to peer review and publication. A post-print is any version 
approved by peer review. Apart from pre- and post-prints, these repositories contain everything 
from theses and dissertations, course materials, audio and video files, institutional records, and 
so much more. They either belong to institutions such as universities or laboratories, or 
disciplines like biology or economics.  
 
So why do universities need these open access repositories when there are open access journals? 
Think of it as a form of self-archiving. Everything research related is being collected and 
archived within one place in a university. Sure, it definitely helps showcase the institution to 
prospective students, interested collaborators, and also funding agencies. But importantly, these 
repositories give full access to students and academics anywhere to all the archived and the latest 
research of that institution. 
 
So dear listener, what do we have here so far? We have a dedicated community that’s advocating 
for open access for almost two decades now. We have multiple creative ways to fund it. We have 
journals and repositories. So then, why isn't open access everywhere? Why has it not taken over 
the world with its hope of knowledge for everyone, anyone, anywhere? Because what we also 
have is resistance to change.  
 
I have four words for you: researchers and impact factors.  
 
The impact factor began innocently enough. It was developed in the 1960s to help American 
university libraries decide their journal purchases and subscriptions. It’s the average number of 
citations a journal gets over two years. Over time, this number morphed from being a simple 
humble statistic to a symbol of prestige. High impact factor journals are considered high quality 
and more prestigious. Open access journals, the relatively new kids on the block, are considered 
less prestigious and low quality—they have low impact factors. The number continues to define, 
to a large extent, the trajectory of young researchers who want to climb the career ladder and of 
experienced researchers who want to stay on top of it: the next funding grant, the next 
promotion, tenure, and prestige. And as long as the system exists, why will academics challenge 
this?  
 
So how do you stop it? Stop evaluating a researcher’s quality based on the basis of the journal 
that they publish in—remove that pressure. If that happens, then researchers have the freedom to 
publish in open access journals. They get to share that knowledge with everyone, anywhere, free 
of cost. Remember, our taxes pay for their research.  
 
While supporters have been busily working towards making open access a more widely accepted 
reality, Alexandra Elbakyan did something truly out-of-the-box. The Kazakhstani computer 
programmer created Sci-Hub in 2011. The website provides free access to research papers and 
books by going around publishers’ paywalls. That's right, pirated academic papers and books. 
For her work, Elbakyan has been called science’s pirate queen. The New York Times compared 
her to Edward Snowden. As of May 2020, Sci-Hub has over 81 million academic papers that 
people can access for free. Many support Sci-Hub; others are ethically opposed to it. Could it be 
that if the scholarly publishing industry was fair or if open access was more widespread, Sci-Hub 
would not have existed? Who knows?  
 
Many think that publishing in high impact journals means they are reaching people who care 
about their work. No, it’s only reaching those whose institutions can pay for it. Peter Suber, 
Director, Harvard Office for Scholarly Communication, Director, Harvard Open Access Project 
and senior researcher at the Berkman Kline Center for Internet and Society, had this to say. The 
source is the documentary film Paywall. 
 
[Peter Suber]: Many authors think that if they publish in a conventional journal, especially an 
important conventional journal, a high prestige, a high impact, high quality conventional journal, 
they’re reaching everybody who cares about their work. That’s false. They’re reaching 
everybody who is lucky enough to work at an institution that’s wealthy enough to subscribe to 
that journal. And even if those journals are relative bestsellers, or if they’re must-have journals 
that all libraries try to subscribe to, there are still libraries that cannot subscribe to them. Many 
libraries have long since cancelled their must-have journals just because they don’t have the 
money. So authors get the benefit of a wider audience. And by getting a wider audience, they get 
the benefit of greater impact. Because you can’t have impact in your work, your work cannot be 
built upon or cited or taken up or used, unless people know what it is. And most scholars write 
for impact. 
 
[Host]: So how are university libraries tackling open access? What are researchers doing? And 
how are Western Libraries and Western University contributing to the fight for open access?  
 
Do listen to episodes one and three. This was episode two of a three-part series on open access 
and the scholarly publishing industry. The series is a collaboration between Radio Western and 
Western Libraries.  
 
And before you go, let me read to you the closing lines of the love letter that started at all:  
 
We invite governments, universities, libraries, journal editors, publishers, foundations, learned 
societies, professional associations, and individual scholars who share our vision to join us in the 
task of removing the barriers to open access and building a future in which research and 
education in every part of the world are that much more free to flourish. 
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